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Absemeelsm. Overview of the Problem

A kindergarten teacher asked a school social worker 10 observe a
child in her class. At the tender age of 5, this boy had developed aregid-
lar pattern of ahsence, disturbing to his teacher. The teacher had been

. unable to reath the boy's parents by lclcphmw The social worker ob-

served the child in class and noticed nothing unusual about his play
behavior. Finally. he called the boy aside toask him why he was absent
every I‘hursd.n Ht' told the child how much evervone liked him at
school and-howthey enjoyed having him there. Why was it he did not
come 1o school on Thursdays? Was there something about school ac-
tivities on that day of the week that he disliked? Was there some prob-
lem at home that kept him there? .

+ "No problem.” replied the boy, his face lighting up. “Bu\ Vot see,
. mother is an opera singer and she travels a ot Thursday is the day -
sh(' has arranged to stay at home to love me."”

The social worker melted upon hearing che young boy's expl; ma-
tion, then went to convey the message to hus teacher and the principal.
Together they agreed that spending Thursdavs with his mother was in
the child's personal and ecucational best interests, (The boy continued
to make a good adjustment 1o school on the remainimg four days of
the week.)

In one sense. this child's reason for being absent from school is
highly unusual. In fact, there may not be another stucent in the public
school population of 45 million in precisely this set of circumstances,
The school's Tesponse was also somewhat unusual. butexemplary. An -
alert wacher, spotting a possible problem, called in special help. Both

professionals showed great sensitivity 1o the child's needs and were
pay

B : 7 { -
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careful not ta do or say anything to reinforce a pattern of school avoid-
ance that might get worse. -

T'he [act that the child was still too young 1o be bound by state com-
pulsory attendance laws made the school's deference 1o Luniiy need”
casier in this case. Still, it shonld be possible for schools to work out’
flexible schedules for older students with spec ial needs. When'srhools
do not listen to students, Thursday absences can extend to Mondays,
Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. '

In another sense, the opera singer's son has much in common with”
some of the 3.5 million other school children who are absent from
school each day. Like many nonattenders, his reason for being absent
is personal. It has little or nothing to do.with his satisfaction with
school life. Unfortunately, many personal reasons for bemgabsentare
not as beneficial tothe simdent’s emotional growth asstaying hoine “'to
be loved.” Family tarmoil and the special funily problems brounghton
by poverty are more likely to be root ciauses of school absencee.

When chronic absenteeism cannot be traced o persomal causes. the
school is wise 10 look for institution:i causes. For some reason or coms-

“bination of reasons, the school enviromnent does not meet a child's

needs. e or she reacts by escaping. T'he child breaks the faw 1o avoid
school. It may. be all day or part of the day.-Older students, aware they
may be disciplined for truaney, often arrange to be in class for roll
call, then disappear, cither leaving se hool or staving in the halle with
other in-school absentees and frequently causing trouble.

Some ._~;('hn()l-(':|us<'d absenteeism mity be simply a result of inap-
propriate placement in a class that is cither too difficult or too casy for
the child. Ttmay bea personality conflict witha teacher thatleads astu-
dent 1o skip class regularly, Usually, though. the canses of chronic
absentecisti are more subtle and complex. Even when students are con-
fronted. it may be difficult for them to explain‘or to change their pat-
ern of truancy. Typically, truant problems stem from a combination
of home and school factors. As pressures and disincentives o antend
school build on both [ronts. the stdent becomes more inclined to <kip
school. When the syndrome escalates within aschool or school district,
as ithas done in many urban settings, the system loses itsability o find
snidents, investigate their problems, and correct them. Likeasriowball
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rolling downhi*, the problem compounds itsell, and peer influence
along the way makes skipping school the “in" thing. Administrative
response at this point is nearly always punitive. Containment or
pushing out a stdent who is old ¢ nough may be the best an
overworked administrator can do., Il.u.,u.lll\ SOME ruants are never
noticed at all: Ghosts in the system, they are officially on the rolls L

are seldom or never in class.

Unauthorized absences appear 1o be increasing in our schools, and

administrators are concerned. While data gathered by the National
Center for Educational Statistics show i continuing decline in the per-
centage of student absences nationally (the downward trend has heen
continuous since records were first kept in the Luter part of the nine-

teenth century), administrators in individual disticts. particularly in

urban systems, claim overall absences have doubled., or even tripled, in

the Tast 10 years. They say the rising percentage of unauthor U(d ab-
SCNCes Is pushmg the ligure up. The current annial x.m-()fsm(l( ‘ntab-
senteeism is 8% nadonally, but daily riates of 30% are not uncommeon in
urban sccondary.schools: The Baltimore Sionand the New York Times
hitve each reported that in their cities of publication onany one day ab-
sentees may outnumber students present in school, Shocking statistics
like these no doubt contributed 1o the opinion among members of the
\Y.umnal Association of Secondary School Principals in 1973 and
again in 1974 that student absenteeism was administrators’ "iost per-
plexing student problem,” even ahead of dise ipline. The nextyear, ab-
senteeism dropped slightly in their conce m, giving vanhdadisin the
edge. The two problems are related, sowever, with chionic absentees
frequently involved in disciplinary action sand school and local crimes,
When a solution is found for one, frequently the other problem dis.
appears.

IF trianey is really on the rise, how can attendance ligures nation-
wide hold their own or actually, improve? Medical experts say that ill-
ness should accaant for no more than A%, n[ student absences, about

half the reported torals. Parents often sanction other reasons for miss-
g school, including vacations and famnily outings, but few schools
recognize them as “excused” or. legitimate reasons for missing class,

Inoculations against childhood (hw.ns(slil\t'mumps.mdmmsl(s plus

9 Q
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improved public heatth care for low income Lumnilies, have prebably
helped Tower the number of absences due to illness in the past 20 years.
Another contributing factor to stable absentee figures may be tha lli'vy
are inaéeurate, It is na seeret that schoot districts; on their honov to re-
port average daily attendance (A DA) to their state departunents of edu-
cation, have been known 1o inflate attendance statistics when state
funding is based on ADAL Stitl, it is impossible for schools 1o hide a
significant number «of  truants in iufled  atendanee  ligures.

‘Actually, Toss of state revenue has been astrong, incentive fov admitns-

trators (o put their heads together and come up with possible
solutions, ' v

Loss of stare funds is only one problem aused by absent students.
nuy seent ()[)\'i()ll#. but few students can benelit from publiceducation
if they are not in class. No conscientious teacher or principal can help
but feel thwarted when children are not presentto learin. Such natural
events as holidays, teachers’ conventions, assemblies, snow, aned
power Liilures provide enough diversions from the regular course of
study without a teacher having to hickirack for students who missed
the tast class, I oo many are absent, littleor no progress is made, Other
NELAVE CONSEUENCes for schioots are the increased papet and leg work
involved in handling the pesky adiministinive detail of keeping track
of absen students. Knowing thar the time and roney would be better
spent improving the educttional progrium is it source of much frustra-
tion to building administrators.

School administrors are iabvo beginning to worny sthowut therising,
absences of wachers. A 1977 pollof Nation! Association of Seeondary
School Principals members showed that 15% consider the problem
serious and another 59% siay it is i minor problem their school,
Indications are that in districts where student absences incease dra-
maticallv, so do teacher absenees. yetwe Tave no clein understanding
of why this is so.

New York City: Newark, New Jerseys and Philadelphia have cach
conducted independent studies i an attempt to curh rising teacher
absences. Fhese and a few other scttered studies show that.teachers

[ . . . .
_and other school emplovees seemio extend veekends with o Friday or

Monday absenceor go fishirg onabeautilul spr ing day justas students

| (‘ll (.:“
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do. Further, patterns of absence for teachers are closely correlited with
the benefits bargained for by their unions. If teachers are allowed 10
days sick leave a vear, they manage 1o call in sick an average of 9.9 days,
As vet, wedon't have enough data on personal factors related to teacher
absence 1o compare with student studies. But we do know that job
satisfaction, related 10 sneh factors as a safe l(":l(‘hillg environment and
receptive students, has a positive effect on teacher attendance records,

Sichool boards and citizens committees have practical 1easons 1o
investigate teacher absenteeisnn Like student absenteeism, ithits themn
in the pocketbook. Gone are the davs when the cost of o substiture
teacher is deducted from ihe vegular reacher's per diem pav. It is o
hother for administrators 1o find someone to cover a classtoom on
short notice, and frequemly that someone contribuies little 1o the
learning process and may actually detract from i,

One purpose of this fasthack is 1o geteducators thinking about the
connections between the absences of teachers aud students. Under
what circumstances does one affect the other: What is it about some
school settings that drives both-students and 1eae hers from the elass-
rooms in great numbers? To date no formal study that I know of has
focused on these correlutions. When o school is plagued by a 309

“absence rate daily, the adininistration should know where theabsences

are occurring. Are they spread evenly over the school, orare there some
pockets of absenteeism possibly sccounted fon by poor conticalumor a
particular approach 1o weaching?

Fam not suggesting that all student absences are related toteachers
and the curriculum., (One researcher has suggoested, if geving a public
education were as casy as getting ar Jajection, some children would
stilb avoid it.) But if studeut and teacher absencesare both on the rise,
cducators would do well 1o examine the changing conditions that
bring on this behavior. Many of our plﬂ)li(' schoal teachersare only
four years removed from bejng public school pupils themselves. 1f
there are major changes in attitudes and motivation toward the publicr
schools, these will be found among the recent products of the systém as
well as in the curremt student population. Until we wlentify these
changes. we are not likely 1o find a lasting solution to the absentee

problem. - P
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Attendance Expectations

Public schools have certain expectations for the regular attendance

of students and teachers. When they are not met, classroom perform-
. ance sulfers, Even occasional absences cause some learning disruption,

but frequent absences of students or a teacher can severely reduce aca-

- demic progress: When a student is absent, schooling is disrupted for”

that particular student. I several students are absent and the teacher
{inds it necessary to-use class time to bring these students up to date,

_then the pace is slowed [or the entire class. Even more dire conse-

quences may result when teachers are absent. Most substitutes, called
on short notice with no time for preparation. are little more than baby-
sitters in the classroom: Even those who know their subjectare atadis-
advantage because they don’t know the siudents and it may be harder
for them to maintain discipline. When teachers absent themselves by
striking or when they engage in work slowdowns, student motiyation
lags. This kind of behavior by teachers gives students a lackadaisical
attitude about their own attendance, High rates of student absence fre-
ql.xcmly accompany a breakdown in teacher negotiations.

The number of days students are expected (o attend school annu-
ally is set by.each state education agency, generally in the vicinity of
180 days. Auendance cxpc‘cuuions for teachers vary, but they usually
exceed somewhat the number of days for students in order to allow for
beginning ol the year planning, end of the year cleanup, and several
inservice days during the school year. For teachers, 185 to 190 days is

typically required.
. v
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“Attendance for siudents js usually defined as'bcing present for the
five to six hours classes are held. For teachers, add to'that the time be-
fore and after class they are expected 1o be avalable 1o provide extra
help for students. 1o 1alk 1o parents. or 1o assist with extracurricular
activities. In some placés teachers are grmted réleased time for parent

and student conferences or other extra duties. The federa! Liw now re-

Quiving individual Yearning plans for handicapped children is an ex.”
ample of a4 mandare requiring a lot of extra time and etfon by some
teachers. Those who teach a number of handicapped children may he
Sranted a lighter class load (o compensate for the numerous planning
sessions and conlerences required,

Subiructed from’ the days teachers are expected to he in anendance
area defined number of days they may use for sick leave, personal leave,
Serving on a jury, mourning the death of a family member, attending
tmon meetings, and in some places, extra days convalescing from ili-
Nesses cantracted from students or from'injuries inflicred by them. Sick
lt‘;.\fc Minimums (10 davs a yvear iy CONMon) are set by the state, but

days beyond the mininum are bargainable at the district level.

For students, who are nog paid 1o be in school but who are com.
Pelled 1o anend by state compulsory attendance laws, the nuimber of
days sick must be accounted for. Building administrators uitrally ex-
Chise an absence of one or several davs on the word of the teachier or
Pavents of the child. Absences bevond diree davs for students or teach-
€rs wsaally must be certified by a doctor, bt this requirement is fre-
Quently waived. For mstance, during a fluy epidemic when large num-
berg of students and f;u'ull_\'_;n‘c UL Atis recognized that this pardcular
‘“»5(';15(‘ tesponds to self-treatment as well as-to g doctor’s. even thongh
"_"5':11'('(’5 of i week or even two are sometines necessary for recovery.

For students, Tegitimate absences are uwsually imited o illness and

family emergencies. Frequently, howevér, ther sare limits on excused -
absences if & ste ‘ent iy 1o pass i course or [’n‘?x‘vvd to the next grade.
Some local attendance policies say if.students miss 20 or 30 days or
Mo, for any reason, they swill not receiy e credit, regardless of whether
or ngt _lhéy are able 1o muke up homework and pass examinations, If
students ask 1o be excused-during the school day for nwdi(/ful appoint-
meqgs, become ill during class, or leave schodl for a reason their par-
o o '
’ v 13 1 v T
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-~ grade.

1)

. N .
ents and school administrator agree is legitimate, students usually
receive “crediy’’ for the day. Likewise, if schools close early because of

weather, power [ailure, riots, or other unforeseeable disasters, the day -
usually “counts” if four héurs of ciasses have been held before students”

and teachers are asked to leave.”
“Counting” and *“‘receiving credit™ refer to formulas devised by

state education departments 10 allot state aid to'schools in direct pro--

portion to the number of students who attend each local school. When
this formula is derived from the average daily n_ucndum-c (ADA),
schools have an incentive 10 see o it.that students are preseut. not
merely on the rolls. o .

‘In some states! the note from time describing an illness or other

excused” or «qutherized”” absence is all important 1o the school for

purposes of state funding. Other states do not give consideration to
vexcnsed’” absences for purposes of funding. In order to receive credit,
the child must be-in school. Utah requires the physical presence ol a
child in the funding count, but the Salt Lake City school system has
worked ot an arr;mgchwnl'wil’h the state department where, under
carefully supervised conditions, students who do their school work at
home during an illness are counted present. Getting the state 1o bend
on this point has helped raise thedistrict’s pupi'l count by 2.5%and has
brought $200.000 more to (e school colfers annually.

Since the rolinhililyI of parental notes is difficult o 285088, some
schools have dropped the distinction hetween excused and unescased
absences. Instead, students are given the cqni\'uh-nl"nf sick leave and
personal leaves—a certain number of days they may take with no ques-
“lions asked. As the limit is approached. a warning-eter is sent home.

-If the aumber of days is exceeded, no credir-is given in the courseor ’

“cather absences also cost-schools money. In addition to hiring
substitutes, there are udminislr:-;ljvc ekpenses and record Keeping costs.
Sick leave not taken also costs schonls IH()I!(')'.'S()HII(' systems allow as
much as 200 days to be accumulated and exchanged for cash when a
teacher leaves the system or retires,

In most other work settings, particularly in professional and man-
agerial job slots, when a-worker is absent: the work waits. If the em-

. 141 <
| 14



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

ployee had appoinunents or clients 1o see, they are put off until an-
other day or covered by others already on the payroll. But students, the
clients of schooling, cannot be told 1o comeanother day, Theyare com-
pelled by law 1o be in school: Only if most of the staff is i1 or involved
in a job action will classes be cancelled and made up at the end of the
vear. For all the learning that goes on when short-termn substitutes are
assigned 1o cover elasses, students may well do better to make up those
classes with their regular teacher at the end of the vear. They would
get more education, the systentwould not have o pay for substitites,
and teachers would be held 1o the actual number of days of teaching in
their contracts. But this reform would he complicated 1o implement
and would meet with opposition from several Erctions, Older stadents
and teachersanay have simmer j()i)s lined up. Famiiies have planned
vacations. Working parents would have 1o arrange for babysitters for
vounger children. Unscheduled days off present problems,

As things now stand, schools must budget kuge suins [6i substi-
tutes (Los Angeles pays $12 million a vear for substitutes), Another
growing trend, overtime pay for ieachers on the pavroll or permanent
sllhslllul( s to cover absent teachers’ classe s, s even more expe nsive, In:
these times of nght budgets, adminisirators understnd; iblv ry to re-
duce the number of 1encher absences, thereby reducing the substitute
tab. ’

In earlier times schools attempted 1o discourage 1eie her absentee-
isin by dedircting the per diewm of the substitute from the teacher's
salury. Times have changed, and any school system announcing this
policy today would find itsell threatened bya sirike. Sick feave henefits
for 1eachers were ereated during periods when teachers were in short

supply, during and after Wortd War H. They were cemented by the

growing power of teacher unions during the 1960s, 'Teachers now h.u('
job security like employees in ()llu rindustries and there is no turning
back. _ .

“Asyet we have no nationil monitor on teachet attendance that s jn
any way as complete as the data we have on students. Uhe National
Center for Educational Statistics is the collection point for national
student statistics, the Department of ibor the keeper of wacher data,
‘The Department of Labor does not vet break down teachers as an en-

~ lald 1
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“tity distinet from other employees in the education industry (it says

. such a breakdown is coming, though). Teachers are included with ail
Tull-time wage earnérs in educittion ringing from custodians tosuper-

intendents. Overall, education employees are absent 3.6% of the dime

“(as of May, 1976). This sounds pretty good compared to the 8% of su-
w

dents who are absent. Nevertheless, if this ligure is at all accurate for
the nation's 2.1 million public school teachers, it means thatonany
one day 86,000 classrooms arce covered by someone other than the vegu-

Aar teacher.

The other information kept by the federal government about
- teachers are idle be-

w:nthr.:nwnduncv is the number of work day
cause of strikes, In calendar year 1976, 6:’).005() teachers walked out af
classrooms, being idle for a total of 713,500 work days, The vear
before, lhings' wereavorse with the largest number of school strikes n
history, involving 182,000 teachers for a total of 1,419,800 work days.
While this cansed serious interruption of learning, most of these days

were made ap at (h('\(_{n(l of the erm.

(2()rp()r:ni('ms keep close tabs én.employee atendance, Absent
workers are.a lass of money to them and any rise in absentee rates 1S
countered quickly with measures to reduce it In schools, where tax-
payers foot the bill, the wheels nn much stower., It may be several
years before citizens become aware of excessive absences. ‘The National
School Boards Association, the organization that represents the in-
1erests of school boards it employ wachers, does not rescarch teacher
absenteeism. Local school boards that have identificd rising teacher

absenteeism as a problem must do their own research, but they have

very few sound figures and studices to guide them. T'his is insharp con-
(rast to student absenteeism, which has been well researched,
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Compulsory Schooling—Past, Present, and Future
If one reviews the history of student attendance in public schools, to-
day’s children are performing admirably. More students are attending
for more days each year and are staying in school longer than ever be-
fore. There are, however, pockets of student absenteeism that are ab-
solutely unziécepmblc and growing worse, particularly in large cities.
When the U.S. goxernment first started collecting statistics on enroll-
ment in 1870, only about 55% of the youngsters between 3-and 17 at-
tended public schools. Of those enrolled, 60% was the average atten-
dance rate. By 1900, 70% were enrolled and attendance had climbed to .
70%. In 1940 enrollment approached 90%. attendance 80%. In 1970 en-
rollment and attendance both topped 90%, and by 1976 enrollment and
attendance had edged up slightly again. (Fnrollment did dip slighdy
during the 19505 and 60s. but attendance as a percent of the eligible
school population held steady.) :

If we believe the charts, schooling is succeeding better than ever
before in attracting and holding its student population. If thid is true,
wliy are soine educators describing their school (lisn'i('l.j with such
headlines as *“The Auendance Nightmare' (Savannah, Cvnrgiu) and

. "'I:rl_umcy_, the Epidemic of the 70°s"" (Bronx, New York)? One so('i;ﬂ

commentator has stated that the very success of our schools in retain--

“ing a’high percentage of students is directly related th high truancy

rates:in some communities. For a variety of redsons, students who
would rather be out of school and working have been persuaded to
stay. Fifty or 100 )'e:i'rs ago they would not have been school statistics.
Becausc they were not expected to attend school until they were 16 0r

-graduatdgd, they were not tisted as.failures or dropouts.

. - 17 17 .
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The history of compulsory schooling in this conntry has been one
of ever in("r<"|~'.ing demands for students to attend school for longer
periods, Mosl states currently require that students attend school be-
tween the .lgt's of 7 and 16. Arizona and Maryland allow students 1o
leave at 15, Several others, including Wisconsin and Oklahoma, re-
quirestudents 1o stay until 18 if l)u-v have not yet gl.ulu ted from high
school. .

C ompulson <'(l-1(.|n()n laws first appeared on the b()()ks in the carly

" 1800s. A requireraent of 12 weeks per year for (lnldxcn 7 to 1 vears old

was common. Gradually, expectations for school auendance gress

“until Ly the wrn of the century: 83 states required nine months of

schooling i year {or most children, but few enforeed these laws, Then
with the passage of chiid jabor Laws, states started putting teeth into

their attendance requirements. While we might like 1o think thau the

movement 1o take children out of factories and put them in schools was

- motivated by interest in chitdren’s wellare, historians see other inter-

L

ests as well, Pavid Tyack and others have pointed somewhi cynically
to the unions, legislators, and corporate powers of lh(' time, all of

whom had their own reasons for keeping children in “the classroom
nine monihs of the vear. Comjuulsory schooling kept older children
out of the labor market, thus lessening the competition for jobs, (This
was p.nu(uhll\ true during the Great Depression and at other thines
when jobs were .s(.nrc,) . :

The public schools ilso became the agents for "Americanizing” the
immigrants whose vahies and behavior differed from those of the dom-

inant white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestnt establishment. Twelve vears of

schooling could transform immigrants into solid American citizens.
Such a system could teach immigrant children enough job skills to.
keep them Trom being a drain on society, but could also limitthose
skills 10 preserve the class stratilication il occupations so is not 1o
lhu-.u('n the existing power structure. OF course these reasons were
not like I to be explaine d 1o stndents of American history e ither at that
time or now. Still, it took a century of pussmv.m(l legislation re qun-
mt, school attendance before |Imn.ul<n<l.um' o1 (lu)ppms., out’ was
(onsuhnd deviant behayior,

Compulsory education Taws in this country (()llllllll(' o lx-(l( bated
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1o this day. New societal pressures are likely to cause some signilicant
changes. While the opportunity lor public schooling well may be ex-
tended beyond twellth grade, the obligation for Students 1o be schooled
is not apt 10 be extended. In fact, if the recent recormmendations of the
Kettering Commission on the Reform u[ Secondary Fducation are
adopted, the maximum age for (mn]mlsm\ schooling may be dropped
to 14, (()mpulsor\' education laws will likely shift their emphasis from
keeping students in school 1o making sure that public institutions
that might wish 1o exclude certain students are prevented from doing
s0. Scheols will be compelled to accommodiue all who want lnl)(-ulu-

cated, regardless of age vr circumstances.

When the Children's Defense Fund published Children” Out of
Sehool in America in 1971, nearly every state listed i statutory exemp-
tion from compulsory atendance Liws for ehildren handicapped by
physical, mental, or emotional disabilities: a himdful discouraged-or
excluded married or p.r(-gn;ml students:ind i dosen listed “distance
from school” o “no.high sehool in districe s areason for exclud-

b . . . .
| ing children from o public educuian. A body of case law has grown

during the 1970s giving marricd students solid grounds for challeng-
ing regulations that exclude them from a public educuion. The Edu-
' cation for All Handicapped Childven Act (Public Taw 94-142), passed

- {in 1975, now requires sehools 10 provide appropriate programs for

ithese children, (See Phi Delta Kappa fasthack 21, Mainstreaming:
\lﬁrgin_q Regular and Special Educationy. With the institntion's oh-
l'g:llit)li now clear, states are moving to remove exemptions that-for-
merly allowed parents 1o keep handicapped children s home un-
9(\honl(-d In view o lht/'rhnnqv in L for the lnmliulppt'd the Chil-

‘dien’s Defense Fund's <snm.|l<- that there are one miltion children be-
;\'\%un the ages 7and 15 n()l attending school should be down whena
sulewqm nt survey lsu)ndu(lcd But somestatisties, like the number of
stutleats prevented from .ulcndlm, sthool becanse ol suspension or ex-
" pulbion, have not improvett: Such (lls(l[)lllml\ actions affect the -
un(i mcee of 5% of the stndent population in some states and as much

Cas 10% of students in minority - »,mups

u : .
| -~
| a e s Z A e
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Profiles of School Absentees,: Student and Teacher

The portrait of a chronic student absentee looks something like .
this: He is male, a member of a minority group, lives in a poor neigh-
borhood with one parent or a gumdian. There are younger: children
in th€ family, frequently an infant requiring a bubysiucr."i‘hc child

_stays up laie on school nights watching television, comes to school

without breakfast. He does not speak standmd English and hasa poor
sell-concept. He does not participate in exnracurri‘culur activities and
is not singled out by other students for honors {class officer, best dancer,
sports teamn leader). He has average or better abilicy but makes poor

* grades. In class he may be disruptiveor taciturn, He has been identified

for remediation in basic skills. He attended summer school where his

atendance record was cven worse,

Does this mean that all students filling this description will have
poor attendance records? Of course not. Children are individuals, not
statistics. Many deserve our admiration for anending schooltregutarly
and succeeding there in spite of great odds against them. For others, all
they nced is only slight provocation t6 avoid school.

If the student’s motivation to atend scheol is'borderline, any of the
following albscnct'-pronc conditions may be enough 1o keep him out

_onany one occasion: “It's Monday, I neei ' anextragay. It's Friday, I'm

tired of school, Ir's'raining, too mura cffert to getto school. Thebusis
late, not my fault. It's the day. “efore or after a holiday. ne' nuchi go-
ing on, anyway. It's the first -nice spring day, everyone gets spring
fever, let’s go-crui.sing..'.' ’ ; '
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~Another problem with student dbsenlccnm is caused by students

who cut certain (‘].ISSC' but remain on school grounds uand are counted
as present, Some in-school dabsentees may bcphysu allv presentin class
while being tuned out to class’ activity. Others are “hall people” who

-arrive for roll call and then slip out®All rely on social promolmn anda

good attendance record 10 get through school,
. Some teachers share absentee habits with stude ‘s, especiatly those
of high Monday and Friday absence rates. Naney Karweil of Johns

a1s and high school students, possibly because a desire 1o extend the
weekend is mostly an aduly bch.wiqr She also accuses schools of rein-
forcing the pattern of Mon lay- Pnd.n) absences by not scheduling spe-

cial events on these d: v iy anticipation of a large number of absences.

This is the time schools ought 1o schedule assemblies, cultural ¢ vents,
pep rallics, special recognition days, and the best lunch of the week as
atendance incenives, _

We have far fewer data abont the patterns of teacher absentecism re-

lating to such factory as age, sex, race, time of year, level of instrie tion,

and subject area than we do for students, In 1970, 56 districts i Phil-
adelphia participated in studies of emplovee absences. Increase d ab-
sentecism among alt school cmployvees (including teachers) was associ-
ated with these factors: nrban wansportation, women who take jobs

for “luxury” money, alcohol and drng use, voung hedonistic tende n- -

cies, marrital and family wouble, child care problems, extended holi-

days. and lack of interest in job.

Specific f.ulnrs p()sslbl\ affecting teacher attendance identified in

the s.mu-slud) ncluded: staff morale, uhu.llmnpm;l m safarvscale,

student attitudes, professional expectaticns ind attitwdes of wachers,

} .ldmm‘sn.m\(' leadership, working conditions, emotional stress “and

strain, climate and weather, physical weakness and chronic illness,
and policies fn\- supplemental remuneration. .
It was also found that female teacher had poorer ree ords than male

in both absence-resistant and absence-prone settings, (Among suu-

although the stereotype of the truant is male.) Thisis corroborated by a

study of teachiers in Newark, New Jersey, The sa mestudy showed white

‘ o2 2L

.Hopkins Uriversity says high Monday absences are peculiar to teach- -

dents, gids in most grades have poorer attendance records tharboys,
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teachers had the highest absence rités (7.1%). followed by black (6.5%)

and Hispanic l(';l;'lit;!‘s (5.3%). Feachers with tenure had higher :lhsenye

rates (7.2%) than nontenured ((3.]%'). ’ .
Increased distance from school also appedred to affect adversely a

1eacher’s attendances this is not the case, however, in those stadies that

examined the effett of the child’s distance from school on attendance.

Attendance by bused stadents is as good or better than that of those

walking or 1iding to school in cars, except when other factors come

into play. (Resictance 10 desegregation busing and fear of robbery or

assault while waiting for buses have been ¢ited by students and par-
ents.) N

It would be inappropriate to draw oo many conclusions from this
scattered data on teachers, In some cases even the indicators of absenge-
proue studems should be reexamined under better ('()l)l!‘(__)_LS_;,l,udnusing
broader geographic samples. 'l‘h('S(_lLig_diugs—nf'imlf{"im};ll school sys-
tems aI)()m;hﬂmu)—smdt‘_'ﬁlﬁlcu('her populations sray be a start-
ing point for others concerned about the problem. Certainly the in-
{ormration ought not be used to stereotype groups of students or teach-

ers hecause of their sex, race, or fanily life.
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Questions Raised by the At_te_ndarice'l".roblem

Do teachers abuse their sick leave privileges? Most probubly abuse

dlslncls in.Nassau Counly. New York, shoued [h.n teacher .lbsencts

were 20% hlgher in the six districts limiting sxck leave to a specified

number of days. Staff may have the attitude timt they should use all

“ days coming to them. When the number of sick leave days is not speci-

‘fied, those on their honor to use only the days they need may be dis-
‘couraged from taking extra days because lhtV are’ unsure of the ac-

ceptable limit..Other schools have drrwtd at dlffcr( nt conclusions
from _studying teacher absence patternis. \~

A 1970 study in the Phlladclphld area mvolv(d 56 districts with
12,000 teachers on the payroll. Tht district rtp()lltd 71.000 absences
pcr year. About 2,000 absences were covered by school staff, leaving
69,000 subs:itute days to pay. With substitute pay at a modest $29.87 a
day, this added approximately $2 million to the school budgets in

all the districts combined. The study found that'the 11 districts whose

- sick leave benefits matched the minimum allowed by the stite (10 days)

had the Jowest rate of teacher absence. Teachers whose unions had

-bargained for additional, days or who -were granted-more days at the

- discretion of local school brards had higher rates. The study also

found that rates were higher irischools requiring proof of all illness
and in which an answering service had been set up to report absences

" for the day Absences were lower in dlsln?s’thrc teachers were ac-

S : 23 - |
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countable personally only to the principal when absent. While it
_would be premature to draw conélusions from isolated studies, it

appears that stringent Tules and lormalized reporting procedures are
not necessarily induccmcms‘tlo teachers o jmprove attendance. Tak-
ing the time one, needs for illness or other necessary leave without
rigid limits seems to work for students and eachers 2like when they
know they are directly accountable for their time. .

Newark, New Jersey, is another school system concerned about a
rising number of rcpnru'il ilnesses among teachers. In the late 1960s

‘and carly 1970s teachers calied in sick from 9% 1o 12% of the time. in

contrast to the 2% to 4% reported in the private business sector. Each
teacher was allowed up to:15 days sick leave a year. Ina subsequent
plan to reduce absences, it waes found that short-term absences were the
casiest to curb and were theretore implicated as the most frequent kind
of abuse. )

New York City schools report double the number of student and
teacher absentees experienced in the average school, The ity launched
a three-year campaign beginning in the 197%-74 school year to reduce

—teacher absences and their costs. The system wis spending $200.000 a

day for sabstitutes, who, although they were not unionized, had their
own sick leave and benefits package. Per diem for subsiituies was $60
and was raised to $62 in 1974-75. The city’s total expense for substitute

teachers that year was down slightly, however. due to greawter ugiliza-

tion of l('il(‘h('rS on staft to cover classroons.

Fhen in 1975:76 th first cffects of the city's fimancial crisis hit
the schools. Fewer substitutes were used, their pay was cut by a third,
and their benefits climinated. Teacher absenees fell from 5.7% 1o 1.9%
over the twosyvear peridod, and the schools were able 1o save hall the’
money formerly paid-out 1o cubstitutes. The money saved spared the
job of one regular teacher at each sche sol. PPart of the plan to reduce
teacher absénces was the reminder that sick leave abuse was unprofes-

sional and could lead to dismissal, If that threat was ever carried oult
in New Yok Gity, it has not come o light. Union officials there said

they could not recall a single tenured teacher ever having been dis-

missed for excessive absence. .
Many teachers agree Lhat sick leave use is higher than it oughtto be,

0y €4
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but-they blame stress-producing workmg conditions rather than per-
sonal abuse of leave policies. In Chicago, 5,000 members of the local
teachers union responded 10°a survey of job-related siress conducu:d'_
by the RMC Research Corporation (November, 1977). Over half re-
ported experiencing physical illness as a result of stress in their jobs,

.and aboui one-fourth said their jobs had caused sonie form of mental
¢ anxiety. .

Soon after the results of the survey were released, Chicago Union
Teacner reporied, '“This survey probably constitutes the largest study
of job stress for a single group ever conducted in this country. The fuct -
that there was such an ovcrwhclmmq response (o the survey indicaies
that the magnitude of the problem is much greater lh.m even those that
had initiated the survey had supposed. ™

Teachers reporied experiences of physical assaull, confroniations
with colleagues and administraiors, horrendous w orking condition |,
and various stress<related physical 1ansscs such as colitis, hyperien-
sion, sleeplessness, and ulcers. Th(- perception of on-the-job stress was
similar regardless of the icacher’s race, sex, or subject taught.

Of 36 factors tnat could potentially cause stress, teachers listed
these as most stressful: involuntary transfer (frequently associated with
desegregation progrims), managing disruptive children, notification
of unsatisfactory performance, threats of personal injury, and over-
crowded classrooms. Least stressful of all the evens named were: tak-
ing additional course work for promotion, talking to parents zbout
their children’s problcms. dealing with students whose primary lan-
guage is not English, lmchvr -parent conferences, and voluniary trans-
fer.

. Many wish these stress factors could be reversed. I teachers must
live with a certain amount of stress, better that i be directed woward stu-
deit achievement and parent participation than physical safety and
job security. Stress as a posmvc indicator is associated with concern;
therefore, it is sccn.ndpmduul\vl\md()fslrcss Unfortanately, when
a 1eacher is. llll’l‘.l”) or figurativ ely “under the knife, - survival comes
first. i

If inservice training could hclp stress-vulne r.lblclt'.l(hms(()pc with
the conditions thar prccxpu.llc lhl’lr stress, attendance rates nnght im-
95 . 2 5



prove. A different method of attack would be for schools to reduce the

SlTeSS.-prO(iLlCing conditions idemtified by teachers in the, Chicago

study. As is frequently the case with student attendance profl)lcm.s. the

solution that first comées Lo mindisaplah 10 modily people rather than.

environment. This approach seems more immedj;uc’, less far-reaching, »

less expensive, in a word. easier. As we shall sce with atiempts o
_ change student behavior, this is often easier said than done. .
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Should Compulsory Attendance LawsbBe Repeiled?

Y ' 4

I'n gathering governmeny data for this fastback, a staff person ar the

415, Deparunent of Labor supplied e with this useful distincton:
“Schooling is an industry, education a process.” The goveriment's
statistics on student and wacher attendance deal with schooling as an
industry. So de. a state’s compulsory school attendange Liws: They re-.
quire a stdent’s presence; they do net require or guarantee that he
learn or be taught anything. Autendiince laws make public schools the

“custodians of ‘our children; not necessarily places 1o°teach the riéhl
thing @ the right time to fulfill each child’s needs. Compulsory atten-

‘dance laws keep the industry of schooling going. Competency and edu-

cational. accountability are process issyes quite distinct from daily ai-
tendance. These two aspects of school are linked by the assumption
that students cannot benefit from what public schools, hive to offer
unless they are there.most of the time, o
LAMany people thinkit's ime-this siwation chatiged. If there is any-
thing compulsory about school, say (‘rili(‘S‘()f('l‘ll‘lv'(?l)ll Liws, it ought to
be that public institutions be required 1o provide free learning oppor-
tunities for citizens of all ages. when and where those ¢ftizens can belt
utilize thém. As for the students, they should be free (o comé and go.”
Perhaps not in the very curly-' years, bug (‘(-rl;;‘inly by adolescence people
ought 1o be able 1o choose whether or not liwy waint o attend school, If
a l4-year-old does not take advaniage of his right 1o a free public edu-
cation, he should not be put in jail (the statutory pnahy inevery siave.
but New York). Counseling and ahemative work-study programs

S P

.o



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

. o
ought tobe available to students who wish toleave school—pot prison.
Punishing a student for not wanting to take advantage of his or her
right to a free public education is roughly analogous nabbing a
citizea for not voting or not applying for social security,

i ."I’h(' excessive penalty for nonattendimee is only one aspect of cur-
rent lnws being questioned by many. The laws. while they are on the
books in every stite, are difficult and expensive to enforce, Many
school officials ignore them. failing to report chironie truancices,
Othiers uphold the laws selectively. (A disproportionite number of
minority children are suspended or incarcerated for raney) A third
(‘ilili('izﬂlll of the sintus quais that conditions giving rise to compulsory
atendance Laws may no longer exist: The student populagion today is
different from thatof a cenuuty ago. Children mirture at a youngerage
and. thanks o TV, are more worldly. They are also more questioning
of authority (both their parents’ and the srhool's) and more cognizant
that "'they do 1! shed their rights at |llq_,sdmollmus(' dpor.”

Special problems are created by localattendance policies thi apply
to students past the maximum age for compulsory schoolingand those
who at 18 have reached their legalage of majority. Courts cannot force
a 17-vear-old o attend school. but school administrative policies can
require the studentio he presenta certain mumber of days i order tore-
ceive course credit or graduate. Others who are less l'cl"lc('li_\‘c argue
simply that if studens and their parents ignore the law, then, Hke Pro-
hibition. it ought to be rcpv:llcd——gnml. bil. oF indilferent,

As it now stands, parents bear the prinury responsibility for ru-

cancy. They are sibject to criminal prosecution il they ketp it child
home or are, found © He tin control” of the tuant, Pyrents may he
fined (rare) or imprisoned (even more rare) if itis found they caused the
chil;l to h;;c:xk the Lw. But many pareuts have no more influence.in
geting a g-hi]{l to school than the school has in keeping him or her

there, I parents do not know about the truant belhavioy, ovif they try:

and [l to correct 1t they tell the court the truant child is Vincor-
rigible” or “in need of supervision.” The child can then be ried as a

juvenile delinguent. The distinction as to whether the parents or the.,

child s in vioktiow of the Lpw s usuatly made on the hasis of the

child’d age. I he s young, < hmni(‘,zs‘y{m v IS presuined to arise from
) .
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parents’ actions, thn children are older, the choice is prcsnmcd their
own.

What schools and courts do to satisfy compulsory attendance laws
depenids on where a person lives and, to some extent, the financial re-

_sources of the school, A recent report, UTruaney in the Wisconsin Pub-

lic Schools,” observes thar. “Statutory procedures-for dealing with
truancy are not being observed by many Wisconsin school districrs.”
Auendance officers there are supposed to visit the homes of reported
truants, but it is less expensive 1o send posteards, While parents are
lml)l(, for these traanis, district artorneys s are, unwilling 1o prosecute
the p.lrtnls Instead, lh(' child is usually placed under supervision in
his own home, Other procedhiral options inchide commseling ov place-
ment in a foster home, Seldom are cases even reforred to juvenile conrg
in Wisconsin because the courts have no cffective way of dv tling w Ilhl
truiney

In Sl()rk County, Ohio, mass hearings of truaney cases with s

many as 150 children and their parents are brought-before the ju-

venile court at once. Those who admit 1o charges are fined. Fhose
de n\mg are granted separate hearings, This process saves conrt costs
but moves even further away.frome \.nnunm, individual problems and
remedics, ; .

In New York City.the schools are required to notify parents of sus-

pected trnaney by mail, followed up with a telephone call, Continual

truaney problems are supposed 1o be referred 1o the Burean of Aten-
dance, but the Public Education Agency; a consumer and student ad-
VOCacy ()n,.ml/.umn in the city, <l.n|m 60% of habitial ruanms are

.never refenred. Of thicse who e, it is questionable how mapy are

found. In New York Gi 1y and other systeins where money is in short
supply. so are anendance officers.

John Spliine, a vesearcher in Marvi: md, has a different wWOorry .Il)()lll
compulsory attendance laws, Over the five- -vear period from 1970 (0
1974, 300 juveniles were committed to pemalinstitutions for the "erime”
of truimey.in this state, During the same time, nearly 3,000 others were
committed 10 institutions as truants "in n('('(l of supervision,” Even
one child treated this way wounld 'be one oo m.m\ in Spl.nm' S view,

He considers it mhmn.m(' and lmpnld( nt ey (qu arcerate pv()plc for

[
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“not wking advangage of what is rightinlly theirs,”” Splaine s one

who wonld exchange compulsory schooling lor compusory educa- -
tinn, Splaine says, " The state shonld be compelled wo provide free pub-
lie eddneation for all our citizens, regatdless of age, by nsing the consid-
erable savings as a residt of the deletion of compulsory attendanee
laws. Consequently, we could provide tree edncadon for those whao, tor
one reason or another, do notavail thetnselves of edugcational oppot-
Lmities at i voung age. These parsons wonld be able o restme their,
edncition with dignity, which is not presently the ciase.”

Spliine is in good company. “T'he National Connnission on the Re-
form of Secondary Education, lunded by the Kettering Foundation'in
1973, recommended, “The Tormal school-leaving age should he
dioppeg to 14 Other pm,\;mms'sh(ml(l accommodate those who wish
to leave school, and employment Jaws shonld be rewritten toassnre on-
the-job training in Mult-time service and work.” In a separiite 1ecom-
mendation, the commission said, " The Congress of the United States,
in u)njnmli({l_'l‘,"wilh state legislamres, should enact lf:gisl;ninn that
will entitle cach eitizen to I years of tition-lee education beyond
kindergarten, only eightof which would be compulsory. The remain-

ing six vears should besvailable for use by anyone at any stage of his
Jife. Congressional involveent is essential toassure equal access inan
, '

age of interstate mobility.” _ v .

Even dissenters 1o the commission’s prevailing view did not deny
the cfficacy of lowering the compulsory age if alternative vdurnli(gn;!_l
activities are assured. One dissenter, John AL Stanavage, wrote: “That
the ('mmhﬂmry aspeets of school attendance and other schiool regila-
tions are incompatible with a incaningful ddolescenee formany of onr
voung people ts not to be denieed. Auempting to keep these young
people within the confines of the school and apart from adnlt society
‘has proved to be counterpre whictive. Thus, reducing theschool leaving
age o 1hmight be therapenticc. a

“However, unless concern is taken o provide those early school
leavers with alternative forms of edhicition and npp;npri;uv connsels
ing onct having left school, all we shall be doing is to doom them o,
economic and educational inferiority. L.ow-order work in our cuhure
is not stimulating, not educative in itsell. Untrained youth fares ill on

30 . : ?



the job marketioday. leplv.lddlnq o lh.ll pnnl will exace lb.ll('hllh( T
than ameliorate the situation.”

E f\ll(h()l‘(dll(.ll()l Pamelia Neal of Arizona blames schools when
attendance falls off, She says, “Wouldn't it be nice 1o think that we as
cducators could make education so attractive 1o the vounger child than
compulsory education laws would be unnece ssary? 1 feelbecause see- -
ondary education is not compulsory in Arizona, we as educators are
even more accountable for the qu; ity of our education, If we see we
are l(mnq students, we'know we must take a closer look at our pro-
grams and see where weare failing to provide for their needs.'

8
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Are Schools Partly To Blame for Truancy’ -
Thc National Assou.mon of Secondary School Priucipals has ldcn-
tified lhese factors as conmbuung to'student truaney: family attitudes,
social forces, peer pressure,’ cconomic circumstances (need 1o’ work),
home-school relationship, school size, student age. and health, Added
to this stock list ave sonfe new causes of unexcused absence: winter
vacations, ¢ crosion of parental control, economic .lﬂlucncc, nove] life
..styles, and breakdown in enforcement ol attendance laws. Of lhls long
list, schools can readily change and control ouly three factors: the
home-school relationship, school size: snd the breakdown i in‘the en-
~ forcement of attendance laws. We have already discussed the need o
either enforce existing auendance laws or change them, Let's now con- .
sider the rolé of school size and the hnmc -school rcl.m(mshl}u in un-
authorized -absences.
There is a sriall body of research relating 1o absences and the size

ol schdols and school systems, ‘It is interesting but not conclusive.
Oliver R. Gibson, in a research paper titled “Absence, L egitimacy and
System Size.”” shows evidence that the relationship of school size to at-
tendance is curvilinear. His study of schools in the C: hicago areafound
"both the very small and very large school systems to have better at-
“tendance rates than medium 6 large ones, cach [9r différent rc.lsons
When schools are very small. absences are highly visible, he red-
sons. When a student is absent, it is noticed. Also, a hlqh level of
frwndshlp and loyalty can kccp school-caused absences low. Thesé of-
fects decrease as the size of the system increases, until a high degree of .
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formality arid management t‘fﬁciency takes over in very large systems,
again depressing absences, What Gibson is observing in his formal re-

« search sounds like growing pains. Sch(x)ls that have grow n}vr consoli-

dated may be making a mistake to rely on old infornx al means of ke ep-
ing track of atendance, Instead they need 1o change to highly struc-
wired systerns for the sake of efficiency. But shere is the magic turning
point when informal and friendly becomes slipshod-and ineffective?

A study by John S. Wright of all schools in Virginia has somewhat
different conchisions. He found absences to be linear; the bigger the
school and the more urban the setting, the'worse the attendance rates.

Now maybe there aren’t any schools in Virginia large enough to fit
_Gibson's formula for better attendance figures associated with the

formal management system of a large school. If there are, maybe they
haven't instituted efficient management systems, Wright also found
that towered eacher-pupil ratios had a slight positive effect on arten-
dance, and that auendance was -negatively related to the number of
clective subjects offered in secondiry schools. :

Large and formalized schools may be efficient from a management
viewpoint, but the v are also impersoa: al and frequently inaccessible to

p.u(‘nls and students. As schools and school systems grow, they tiend to

become less responsive to their clients—the stdents and their families.

This contributes to the third absence factor that schools can control —
home-school redations. When school uniis are kept small andimanage-
ahle and maintain an ,um()sph( re of openness to parents and citizens,
friction is reduced, cooper ation tnhanced. At the National Commitee
for Citizens in Education (where the author is ¢ mplm('d) we receive
many letters from parents guestioning local attendance policies. Some
point onf the illogic of suspending a hild for truancy. Others have
“excused” their own children o atend a 1-FH meeting or goon afamily
outing only 10 find when the child returned o sehool his grades were
lowered, he was sent to detention. or threatened with suspension, )

There is such a wide variance in the enforcement of school arten-
dance policies that parents are often Sn‘nrprist-d orangry when they dis-
cover the broad discretion schooi hoards and building pincipals have
to set ratles and punish violators: Like the carlier example of the opera
singer’s son. some.schools will go along with most decisions a family
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makes to take a child out of school for a particufar purpose. Others are
in constant conflict with parents over_the parameters of legal and il-
legal absences. Parents argue with some sense that a family trip 0 a
“fiitiseumn or carly dismissal fora meeting is as legitimane as sehool foot-
“ball practice or the art class’s day-long field wrip. - -
When schools fail 10 notily parents at the beginning of the year of
guidélines for absences and the consequences of abusing them. [ami-
lies are rightfully mconsed ‘when children are penalized. An even better
approach 1o 1mpros'mg home school relations. over the issue of
“attendance is to involve p'lrents and mature students in setting policics
the school and community can live'with. If and when a consensus is
reachéd, citizens and students will take more seriously their responsi-
" bilities to uphold attendance rules. ;. ) ’ h
Student attendance is ofwen reflective Qf school programs and the
classroom learning environment. Does the way in which the teacher
teaches affect student attendance? Without any wsc.ngch diita, most
¢ adults would answer, “Yes, this is.true‘regardless of "the age of the
child.” R is probably fair to say that students who are well satisfied
with a teacher's style and pcrsondluv don’t mind going tosc hool: Re-
_peated claims of stomachaches and vague illnesses by even-young chil:
dren who have previously made good adjustinent to school can signal
_.. a problem with an individual teacher. The teacher may be oo strict,

unlair, unprepared for class, bored with the class material, or dis-
tracted by personal problems. If teachers themselves are absent fre?
quemly students may follow their lead. This has hccnsuhst.lnu.ucd by
a study of five pxlm schools conducted h) the national parent- lm(hcr
association.

Rescarch into the area of teachmq styles that are best .u(cpud by
chxldrcn with high attendance as an indic ator of satisfaction, is en-
_lighténing. Margaret Needels, in a paper pr(-wnwd at the 1975 Annual ‘
Meetingyol the American Educational Research Association, sum-
marizedthe research done in 108 first-grade and 58 thnd-;.,r.ld(’ class-
rooms in several states by the Stanford R('sc.lrch Institute as partofl a
federally funded Follow Through program. The study tested the ny-
pothesis that even very young children have the power 1o dcc:d('
whether or not they will duend school The prcv.ulmg view has been
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that older children have more autonomy in making decisions about
school ;mcnda'lm- Here are some of her observations about cl: 1ssroom
teaching styles and their correlation with attendunce.

. Providing children with individual auention appears to be an im-
portant factor in student attendance, particularly one child with a
teacher or aide in personalized reading instruction. Iin classrooms
where the teacher or the aide was ()uupwd by actiy ites that did notin-
clude children, such.as gr: ing papers, preparing assignments, or
ck'.mmg up, there was a higher rate of absences, '

Attendance was higher in classrooms w here ¢ hlldu:n were allowed
moge independence. Third-grade (I.lssmnms where children asked
qm-suons and where adults were responsive to the children showed

Tower absences. In third: gl.n(lc( lassrooms where adults asked ¢hildren

opertzended questions, attendinee was even higher..

(bseirces were h);,hcr in classrooms where childien were not inger-
.l(unq but were listening 1o or nbwnmq adulis. Adult pumshnu nt of
children had The highest correlation with absences

The classes at the Far West 1 aboratory and the l niversity of Ari-

rona that used a wide varicety of educational activities and materials

and where children exhibited independent behavior had the lowest

- absence rates,

A study hy Rudolph- H. Moos’ and Be ‘nice §, Moos ‘1 the Journal
of Educational Psychology 70 (I‘)78) compared the achicvement levels
and absences s among 19 clussreoms s a single high school. Most stu-
dents were enrolled in'a college preparatory course, Subjects covered
math, foreign languages, biology, English, and hnnl\l\uplnq This
study did notrely on classroom observation as the Stanford study had,
but it asked students and teachers 1o (mnph tea "Classroom Fnviron-
ment Scale™ measuring their perception of mml\um nt, affiliation,
teacher support, sk orientation, competition, organization, teacher
control, innovations, and clarity of rules, These are some of the find-
ings. (While the correlations are clear, the researchers caution against
assuming cause and offect.)

Average class grades.and stadent absences are related to clissroom
climate. In classrooms where weachers gave higher average grades,
teachers and slud('ms saw the environme neas hn.zh ininvolvement and
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low in teacher control. Classes with higher absenteeism were seen as
high in competition and teacher control and low in teacher support.
No differences were found in’ either grades or absenteeisi among
classes of different subject maiter. . . .
~ Inathird study. conducted at the Gareer Study Genter (CSCY anal-
ternative public high school in §t. Paul. Minnesota. students, parents,

“and teachers were interviewed. The study conchuded. Stadents feel

CSC is signilicantly different and better than previously attended
schoals: thefe is more freedom and closer relationships with teachers:

“iheir basic skills. attendance, and understanding are improving.”

These lindings are nothing new. Asearly as 1998, Curl Ziegler in his

classic study of school attendance as a factor in school progress ob-

served. “Auendance of students'in homerooms where the teachers were

interested and concerned -with their studdents was ... significantly
better than homerooms’ where the teachers were not.” Nearly 50 years

Jater, Lewis Kohler. speaking to the American Association-of School
Administrators. reframed Ziegler's findings: “Ahsenteeism has been

recognized in many instances 1o be a symptom of poor supervision.

) .. . . . ,
. management, and administration. teading to low morale. tardiness.

inferior aching, poor student, achievement. and excessive school
termingtion.” )

If the (c;lchiﬂg style of asingle teacher can adversely affect student
awendance. think of the effect whent morale is low ainong the entire
faculty for such reasons as violence or the breakdown of teacher
contract negotiations. ' - ‘

_I'he threat of violence from truants and other vouth can paralyze.

~ teachers and children and actually keep themway from school. In an

ward-winning article for the Detroit News, reporter Shelty Eichen-
-horn, a former teacher. posed as a high schoot student it Cody High

.School in order to witness firsthand the fractured and fearful lives of

teachers in Detroit’s secondary schools. Teachers were portrayed as -

. locking their door agaifist intruders, carrying weapons for protection,

even lecturing on their‘fear of truant students and their-planned de-
fensces agafnst assault. In Dayton, Ohio. teachers recently have won
extra sick leave daystorecover from an injury infiic ted by students. Im-
proving atiendance when an y;nmnsphcn- of viotence prevails in a
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school Is contingent upon eliminating the roor cause. This is a t.lsk
that calls for 1otal community action .md 15 not likely to be corrected
by Sl!’lpl) improving administrative procedures for r((nrqu and de-
lt’(llng truancy.

Wh('n teacher morale is low because of o brml\dm\n In cantract,
negotidtions or when @ sirike scems imminen:, teachers' anendance
plummniets. So does the students’. A school board me mber in Willing-
boro, Pennsyhvania, claims.a four-week sirike in November in her dis-
trict .nffccu-d student and teacher attendance for the rest of the vear, In
Boston, student attendance ranged between 5% .md 10% during thy
week of a weachers” strike even though schools were officially open,
This is a knouy problem for which I cin’t offer anysolutions here,
except.to make the point that a student’s mmn.umn and atendancee

" can suffer when a teacher’s does.

When ubsences are caused b\ a student’s pe rsonal problems ‘in
school or at home, individual auention is especially important. A
student of normal or above-average intelligence whose school per-,
furm.n‘( e and attendance rates suddenly fall may be having a problem-
at home. I may be related 10 poverty, illness, or the parents’ divorce,
If the child does not have warm clothing 1o wear 1o school, is kept, ar
homie 1o babysit, is put 10 work. or is caring for a sick parent or sibling
while adulp f.mnl\ members work, these situations are rel; wivelv easy
~to identify and the school can take some ae tion. Referral to social ser-
vice and welfure agencies may help children in <hq1hl<- families. In
many rural and inner-city schools, the m..m work of the'school PTA
is providing warm clothing for students so they can attend school,

When truancey stems from the mdlff(-nm attitude of slmlmls or
parents toward school, the pml)h m is more difficut-1o pin down or
solvé. How do vou get studepts to attend school if they and their par-
ents don't think i itis nnpml.ml' Some vouth, especially minority stu-
dents in urban se hools, arg dmnumg( d by veturning graduates- who
tell them their high school diplonn will nnl\ help them Lind wjobas a
dishwasher. If schools e not preparing smdvnts for independence
in adulr life, they should nndertake 2 serious assessinent of their pro-
gr uns and standards, A renewed focus on career education s one way
s(honls areresponding that could have positive effects on attendance.
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- Programs To Reduce Absenteeism . -

-+ .

There are roughly as many programs to reduce high absences as’
there are schéols that are piagued with the problem. But some school
campaigns are more successful than others. When schools embark on

" an absentee reduction program, they either try to change the insti-.
tution or the students. Really comprehensive programs attack both

" ends of the problem at once. Dealing with sweeping institutionial re-
form is beyond the scope of this brief treatment of the issue. Programs

- "directed at changing the students’ behavior usually involve three ap-
.proaches: reward, punishment, or counseling students and their par-
ents. Rewards may be’material—can'dy, money, prizes; or social-Tclass
or individual praise and recognition, exemption from exams, socia}
promotion. or improved grades. Punishments include automatic

“grade reduction, detention, nonpromoﬁon. suspensian, or iegal ac-.-
.tion against student or parents. Counseling may take placé indi- -
vidually or in groups, stressing the importancé of good attendance
for achievement and for landing and kecping a job. T,

Following are descriptions of programs and policies ad-pted by

schools to improve attendance. - a

a ‘Savannah', Ceorgia, l-iigh School. Developed by school principal, in-
corporating some new districtwide policies. : T
Improvement Quotient: 22% first year, additiona¥ 10% to 20% second

year, from 86% to' 92% attendance. .
1. To deter tardfhess, followinga 10-minute grace period during
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homeroom. students arenm permitted to enter schnnl w uhom
parental -accompaniment.” ‘ :
Students who accumukate more than 10 unexcused absences
in any given quarter receive no academic eredit,

*The homeroom with the hxghcs( ADAS prn Hleged with a spc
cial field trip: :
Special activities are planned on Mondays and Fridays since

these days were identified as having a high rate of absence.

. The quarter system has been adopied. Nonrestricted electives
are open to envollment from all grades. Twelve-week conrses B

- replace year-long courses,
Certificates of recognition are presented by the board of cdu-
cation to the high school, middle school, and eleme ntary

school with the highest atendance ratand most improved |

rate during cach attendance period.

All truancy cases are.referred 1o visiting teachers for conrt ac-
tion where necessary., o

Students 16 vears of age who are consistently aysent are noti-
fied by registered mail that they will be withdrawn after five
calendar days if regular attendance is not established.
Alternative programs are offered to students with low self-
concepts and ;Ill(‘nd;ln('('-.;}!'()l)l(‘!n\’: for example. cocrdinated
vocational and academic educational programs, Opportuni-

ties ure provided for students to enrell in vocational .md wech- -

nical programs, : L
Homeroom teachers are umlmu.lll\ requested 1o encouriage
student attendance. v
Motivational posters, a graph of ate nd urce, and certificates
of recognition for auendance are displayed throughow the
school. o )
Periodically, motiviitional announcements are made on the
intercom-during homeroom and in student publications.
Homeroom teachers are requested 1o teleplione the parents
of daily absentess and record the stated re: sons for absences
*on attendance cards that are reviewed by assistant principals.

The pupil-teacher ratio has been reduced.
- r Q)
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15. Teacher advisory groups.have been formed to establish beter

teachers, and stu-

communication among: administrators,

dents. ) e
16: An ;l(lministr:u_ivc'org:mimtion that embraces the school
within a school concept has been developed, . S

.

ey

. . Ve . el . *
Napa High School, NapabCallforma. Toimprove atiendance, recom-
mendations were made 165 the school adsministration by an attendance

policy study, committee and a faculty curriculum review conunitiee.

- 'Appm's.c\d by school PTSA. .~ : i

first year. Non-illnéss absences reduced

Impiovernent Quotient: 50%
1o 12% tlie year

40% (less than +.5% on the average as com yared with 8%
! { I ¢

< belpre). e
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1. Students ;lre'u‘lld\\'c(l‘ 12 days of absence per semester for ill-,
ness; professional appointments, of Sl’ri(-)lll:s personal.or [am-
(it is made clear to students that these are notau-
1o be used for illness and.

[

ity problems
thorized days of absence butareonly
emergencies), 2 -

‘Chirteen or tnore absences during a semester can jespardize a
‘student’s cnmllm-em status: being tardy three times equals
- ‘one absence. Parents are notified. . 2o
' After the fourth. cighth, and twelfth absences, from any class
period, a form indicating absences is sent home 10 p:ﬁcnlsl
Teacher (ounscls student after fourth absencee, ,tcz'lch,c:r\und
gui(l;mc:ij counselor/administrator counsel alter eighth and
wellth absences. Personal school contact with parents after |
eighth ;il)_senct'. Parent conference encouraged at-this point.
 Alexandria, Virginia. Cooperative effort of local police department

and city schonl administration.

hal

Improvement Quotient: 33% improvement first -year in secondary
schools. raising attendance from 85% to 90%. . )
I Police pick up school-age- juveniles frequenting shopping

lots. and residential streets and return them

first nonth of. the pro-

centers, parking
dircctly to their schools. During the

0. 4C.



gram, officers returned an average of three truants a day,
mostly first-tinie offencers. - ]
2. After the third violation l)y a situdent, case is examined and

charges filed against student and parent. (Not only did

truancy decrease, but number of local juveniles arrested for -

butglary decreased” during the period. There were similar
s findings in Los Angeles; where »Operation Stay in School”

J cresulted in imp:m\'vd ill!('f_](;ﬂnd' and lowered incidence of

duylighl byrglurivs. s\h()])lifling. ;m;l’ school violence,)  °

Philadelphia Publchchoolc. Individ: ml pr()qr.lms‘ll schools de sn,rmd

by special atendance weams, _ .

Improvement Quotient: As mush aw33%.in ore year at any oneschool.

Teams composed of prin(ip:ll. school nurse, schoot-com-

munity coordinzitor, teacher, hgme-sehonl visitor, and re-

_source person in commuihity have devised group and indi-

vidual programs o boost classroom ;nu'hll;m(tv. Someare de-

. scribed below. e ;

= 2 Imterclass  competition. Joseph (5 Ferguson ‘l".fi'mt'nlury
School. Banners are :nv:l}'dvd to displiy in classrooms with
the best atendance., ' ,

3. Auendance lotery, Thomas Jr. llu.{h School. A day of atten-
dance count is selected at random, All classes with 100% atten-
dance on that day recetve a prize, . ’

= (2r()sl§ing-gu;|rd monitors. Wa (G, Bryant School, Guards vol-

T unteer time on rotating bisis 1o check on tardy studenits. After
being tardy thrée times, @ conference is requested with par-
ents. Certificines are awarded to children with no tardiness,

<
DA

Cora Howe Elementary School, Nashville, Tennessee. This inner-city’

‘school's attendance program was developed jointly by PrAand school

administration, -

Improvement Quotient: Significant drop in number of tardy students,
1. Students call classmates who have been absent to remind them -
5

. o come to schoal the next day: Classes comnege for best at-
tendance record. '

o TR )
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- Parent volumecrs call homes when' chxldrcn are gbsent and
homes where parents are known (o leave e1rlv for work in
order to waken children. .
ersonnel team consisting of a psychol()gml social
aniendance teacher, speeial s ichers. and the

upil services-help students and parents ac-

worker, nu
coordinator o

-quire medical, psychological, and dental care needed to re-

sume regular school ttendance.

4. A report on absenteeism’is given at each PTA meeting.

The school system prepares incentive posters an¢ brochures
on school attendance for parents. '

South Range Elementary School, Derry, New Hampshire. Program
developed by PTA under r supervision of school adminisyration,

Improvement Q_uouenl Individual successes.

1.

N

—

6.
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A mini- confercna- was held to orient every one involved w ith
the project. . .

A system of record keeping was mm.ucd to record and moni-
tor cach pupxl s absences. Rec ordinig is done by school vol-
unteers. . " .
“Teachers’ routinely submit an .||)~.<-nlt-v|~.m form using-a

mdc 10 f.l( ilitate recording procedures.

JForms requesting reasons for absences are seng to parents

when no note is received by the teacher. .
Teachers are given the responsibility of telephoning parents
to seek the cause of absences, o
An alternative means of handling court- related pmblcnh re-
sulted in a student at South Range making restitygion forvan- -~
dalism at the junim high school through a work program
rather than face the possibility of incarceration,

A teacher on the staff became a volunteer pr()h.“lnn officer,
thus en.lbhng her to work closely with one P“I)‘] who. #4s a
result, remained in-school. : &

As a result of the projeci. the numberof s¢ hogl volunteers
-mpre than doubled, offering extra h.mds in lh(- classrooms,

12 .
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9. PTA:emc'rgency funds were used to purchase footwear, mak-
"ing it possible for one student 1o atiend school regularly.
10. An award program was begun to reward pupils in hoth aca-
: demic and nonacademic arcas.” ;
. . 3 .
Lake Oswego High School, Lake Oswego, Oregon. New administra-
. tive policy. . : '

Improvement Quotient: 70% over three years.

% 1. Policy provides that absences are excused only if they have
been prearranged or if there is student illness, family illness.
or an emergency. Otherwise, a student is expected to attend
severy class period every day. Atendance is teken cach period.

. 2. Truant absences resifh in a'grade of zero for all classes missed.
Truancies are handled as follows:

Firstiruancy:  Notification of parents
Second ruancy: One-day suspension and parent conference
Third truancy:  Three-day suspension and notification of
. county attendatice officer '
Fourth truancy: Informil hearing 1o discuss possibility of

T

student expulsion, C g

Hannibal High School, Hannibal, Missouri.

‘Timprovement Quotient: 60% of dropouts returned 1o school and 3¢ % of
the :llld('nl,)‘ with attendance problems showed marked improvement,
<Principal refers reported cases of ruancey 1o the school-com.
munity court coordinator who serves as w linison between

school. home, community. and juvenile depariment. The co-
ordinator maintains close personal contact with the students

and their parents.

North High School, Omaha, Nebraska. Program initiated by school

principal with aid of an attendance committee.

Improvement Quotient: "Tardiness reduced 50% over two years, ab-
-~ . oo -

sences by 25%. reversing a steady decline for the five previous vears,

Corresponding improvement in grades as attendance improved.

13 43 '
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I. Counselors relieved of attendarice responsibility for 85% of
students who do not have attendance problems. Instead. they
concentrate on 15% with poor records. Parental con[crcnces
are part of an individual approach to solving school absence
problems, : . : B

!O

Students with no more than tw 0 , and one-half days .ll)wn(c a
sermester, or fewer than six times tardyare éxcused [rom exams
{unless they are in d.mger of failing a course).

3. Campaign to impress nn students importance of regular at-
tendance. The value of depend: Il)llll\ 0 prospective em-
ployers stressed.

The .ulcnd.mcf' improvement programs described above are var ied,
yet all have been successful ina particularsetiing. \Il have elements in
common: 1) The policy is broadcast before itis implemented, Students
and parents know what-to expect; 2) the programs are well orgi mized
and school officials follow. through; $) the policies are applied evenly
and fairly 10 all without exception; and 4) the policies (()ml)mo student
rcspomxlnllt\ with school résponsiveness.

“In some of the programs, volunteer and parent responsibility for

_student attendince played an important role in the suceess of thepro-

grams. In [act, some studies found that parents calling homes to check
on absentees had a better rite of success than professional swall, per-

haps.because the call was seen as less, threatening.




Conclusnon

The"problem of student dnd teacher .lbscnwcmm discussed in this
fastback is not an easy one to resalve. Many of the factors contributing
to student. absenteeism are beyond the direct ‘mm!'nj of the school.
N They .l’re problcms of the'broader society. Our schools, however, are a
\yital® [)arl of that society and lht'V have the talent and resources to
rcqmdv at least some of the problcms That smnc school systems have
adopud successful programs 1o curb a rising absentee rate is proof of
Quch prm.,mms shnuld bt‘ expanded to other sc hm)ls facingrising

this

absenteeism. .
. Teacher.absentecism is % more subtle problem with which to deal.
Both udmini'glr:n()rs and teachers acknowledge abuse of sick leave, but
itis frcqu('r)lly dlfﬁ(ull to prave. However, the disparity in teacher ab-
sentee ries .nmong different school districts is quite convincing evi-
dence that abuse, docs oeeur. It seems likely that as teachers unions bar-
’gnn for more control ()f wurl\mg(ondnmns.mdmhcr benefits, school
' boards and parents will, m wirn, demand greater .l((nunl lbllnv from
teachers, including stricter’ dlu-nd.m(c policies,
In the finalanalysis, the pr()blcm of.nu'nd.m( ¢ will diminish when
_our sch()olﬁ become places whcrc chitdren cn)m going 1o learn and
where w.lchers find sausfaction and Tulfillmentin lhcn work. Thisisa
tall order but ong o strive for.
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teachers and the general public may gain a better understanding o1 educational problems,
Contributions to the endowment should be addressed to the Educational Foundation, Phj
Delta Kappa, Eighth and Union, Box 789, Bloomington, IN 47402, . )

“AN 128 fastl;a’cks (not including 8}8) canbe purchased for $46 (839 to Phj Delta

- Kappa membelfs). . - . ' ]
Single copies of fastbacks are 75¢ (60¢ to members).

" Other quantity discounts for any title or combination of titles are:

S Number of copies i Nonmen:ber price \ Member price
10— 24 - i 48¢/copy " . 45¢/copy
25— 99 v 45¢/copy 42C/copy
100—499 . . 42¢/copy - 39¢/copy *
" 500—999 39¢/copy o " 36¢/copy
1,000 or more - . 36¢/copy ' 33¢/copy .

Prices are subject to change without riotice.

A $1 handling fee will be charged on orders under $5if payment is not enclosed. Indiana -
residents add 4% sales tax. ’

. " Order from PHIDELTA KAPPA, Eighth'ahd Union, Box 789, B_loomington, IN 47402,
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PDK Fastback Titlés Now Available ~—"

1

“Schoois Without Property Taxes: Hope
or 1llusion?"

. ThePest Kept Secret of the Past 5, 000 Years:

Women Are Resdy for Leadership-in Education

. Open Education: Promise and Problems
“Parformance Contracting: Who Profits Most?
. Too Many Teachers: Fact or Fiction?

. How_Schools Can Apply Systems Ana|ysis

. Busing: A Moral Issue

, Discipline or Disaster?

. Learning Systems for the Futire

. Who Should Go to College? |

. Alternative Schools in Action

. What Do Students-Really Want? -

., What Should the Schools Teach?

X How To Achieve Accountability in the Public

. llndod A New Kind of Teacher :

. Information Sources and Services in Educmon
. Systematic Thinking About Education

. Selecting Children's Reading

.. Sex Differences in Leamning To Road

. 1s Crestivity Teachable? .

. Teachers and Politics -

. The Middle School: Whence? Wha? Vlhlther'l

, Publish: Don’t Perish T
. Education for 3 New Society

. The Crisis in Education is Outslde the Classroom
. The Teacher and the Drug Scene ‘

. The Liveliest Seminar in Town

. Education for  Global Society

 Can Intelligence 8e Taught?

. How To Recognize a Good School

. In Between: The Adolescent’s Struggle for

Independence

. Effective Teaching in the Desegregated Schoo!

. The Art of Followership (Vlhat Hlppned to
the Indians?)’ -

. Leaders Live with Crises

. Marshalling Community Leadership to Suppon

the Public Schools

. Preparing Educational Leaders: Nw Challenges

and New Perspectives

. General Education: The Search for a Rationale
. The Humane Leader .
. Parliamentary Procedure: Tool of Leadership

. Aphorisms on Education ~ :
. Metrication. American Style

. Optional Alternative Public Schools

. Motivation and Learning in School

.- Informal Learning

. Leaming Without a Teacher

- Violence in the-Schools: Causés and Remedles
. The School's Responsibility for Sex Education

' See inside back cpvér for prices. 4

48. Three Views of Competency-Based Tmhn '
;duution |, Theory

49, Fhree Views of Compmncy-Basod Tuchor
Education: Il University of Houstan

50; Thres Views of Competency-Based Teacher
Education: 111 University of Nebraska

51. A Uhiversity for the Vlor|d The United

Nations Plan . ;

52. Oikos..the Environment and Education

53. Transpersonal Psychology in Education

4. Simulation Games for the Classroom

55. School Volunteurs: Who Néeds Them?

56. Equity in School Financing: Full State Funding

57, Equity in School Finlncin; District Powsr

 Equalizing .

58. The Computer in the School

59. The Legal Rights of Students

60. The Word Game: Improving Communicatians

61. Planning the Rest of Your Life

62. The People and Their Schools: Community
Partjcipation

63. The Battle of the Books: Kanawha County

64. The Community as Textbook

65. Students Teach Students -

66. The Pros and Cons of Ability Grouping

67. A Conservative Alternative School: The

A+ Schoo! in Cupertino

68. How Much Are Our Young People Learning? The
Story of the Nationa! Assessment .

69. Diversity in Higher Education: Reform in .
the Colleges

“70. Dramatics in the Classrovm: Making Lessons

Come Alive

~71.. Teacher Centers and |nservm Education

72. Alternatives to Growth: Education for ]
Stable Society

73. Thomas Jefferson and the Eduuhon ofa.
New Nation

74. Three Elrly CNmplons of Education: Benjamin.
Franklin. Benjamin Rush, and Noah Webster

75. A History of Compulsory Education Laws

76. The American Teacher: 1776-1926. :

77. The Urban Schoo! Superintendency: A Century
and a Half of Change

78. Private Schools: From the Puritans to the.
Present

79. The People and Their Schools

80. Schools of the Past: A Treasury of Photographs

81. Sexism: New Issue in Americar Education

82. Computars in the Curriculum

83. The Lega! Rights of Teachers

84. Learning in Two Languages

84S. Learning in Two Languages (Spanish edition)

(Continued on inside back cover)
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